Parents are able to obtain their supply through their local child health clinics under the Welfare Food Scheme.2 There are also many alternative preparations available without a prescription via other sources, however, including chemists and health shops. Therefore, self medication without professional supervision is a potential danger. Chronic poisoning as a result of inappropriate administration of vitamins is rarely reported now (there has been no case reported in the English language literature in the past 10 years) but we were recently presented with a case of gross hypercalcaemia due to vitamin D overdosage. A 6 month old Indian boy was admitted with a six day history of vomiting, constipation, and increasing apathy. Examination revealed a drowsy, listless child with signs of 5-10% dehydration. Plasma electrolyte concentrations on admission showed a urea of 7-4 mmol/l, sodium 148 mmol/l, potassium 2-9 mmol/l, and a grossly raised calcium concentration of 5-86 mmol/l.
Subsequent investigations showed an appreciably increased vitamin D concentration (25-hydroxycholecalciferol) at 2226 nmol/l (normal 10-120 nmol/l) and undetectable parathyroid hormone. On close questioning, his parents admitted to administering a compound preparation of vitamins A, C, and D since the age of 4 months, and as he had refused to take these from the dropper, they poured the vitamin into his mouth directly from the bottle instead! They had obtained their vitamin supply from a chemist privately and had received no professional supervision of administration.
The baby was given intravenous fluids for five days and also commenced on a low calcium, low vitamin D diet. He was discharged home on day 12. His calcium returned to normal by day 19 but his vitamin D concentration remained raised for over six months. Follow up at one year showed moderate global developmental delay.
This case illustrates the dangers of unsupervised vitamin supplementation. To prevent further incidents, tighter control over availability of vitamins and improved public awareness of the potential dangers of vitamin overdosage would be helpful. Health professionals should also aim to improve supervision.
